This article describes The Gateway to the Syriac Saints, a database project developed by the Syriac Reference Portal (www.syriaca.org). It is a research tool for the study of Syriac saints and hagiographic texts. The Gateway to the Syriac Saints is a two-volume database: 1) Qadishe and 2) Bibliotheca Hagiographica Syriaca Electronica (BHSE).
1
Syriac is a dialect of late Aramaic that was spoken around Edessa (modern-day Şanliurfa in south-eastern Turkey). Syriac became the language of the Christians of the Syrian Orient and was spoken widely throughout the Middle East until the beginnings of Islam, when Arabic gradually replaced it. Syriac, in classical and modern varieties, has persisted into the modern period as a language of the churches of the Syriac heritage 2 (Saint-Laurent 2016; Butts 2011; Healey 2005) . Syriac texts express Christian theology, poetry, and exegesis in a Semitic idiom. Late antique Syriac literature comprised many genres including poetry, hymnography, homilies, prose, historiography, and hagiography.
Hagiography is the genre of the lives of the saints (Hinterberger 2014; Harvey 2008) . It emerged in the late antique period as a literary form to commemorate Christians whose lives were seen and promoted as models of sanctity. The study of Syriac hagiography offers scholars an important window into the cultural and religious history of the Middle East, and it brings together a wide array of literary forms, including prose and poetry (Insley and Saint-Laurent forthcoming 2017) . Broadly defined, Syriac hagiographic literature includes 1) apocryphal Acts, 2) metrical homilies and liturgical hymns on saints, 3) extended Lives or Vitae, 4) shorter episodic vignettes, sayings material, or miracle stories contained in larger collections, and 5) martyr romances or passions.
Over 1,200 works of hagiographic literature are extant in the Syriac language.
The corpus of Syriac hagiography comprises texts that were composed originally in Syriac as well as translations from other languages of the late antique world, including Greek (Brock, 2008; Brakke, 1994; Draguet, 1980) . Syriac hagiography developed in the context of the liturgy and alongside cults to local saints, and vignettes of holy persons would be read on their feast days (Taylor, 2012) .
Syrian monks produced and translated many of the texts that survive today, and an interest in monasticism and asceticism is an outstanding feature of Syriac hagiography. Many Syriac hagiographic texts honor monastic saints and connect these built an important on-line bibliography for Syriac studies: A Comprehensive Bibliography on Syriac Christianity (http://www.csc.huji.ac.il (Minov, 2015) ).
The Syriac Reference Portal (Syriaca.org) has created a two-volume database entitled The Gateway to the Syriac Saints, an open-access digital research portal for the study of Syriac saints and hagiographic texts. Before turning to discuss this project, we will examine different types of Syriac texts that describe, commemorate, or memorialize saints for communal veneration. Through analyzing a few of these texts in more detail, we will show the necessity of creating research tools to advance research on this genre.
Readers already familiar with hagiography and Syriac literature may choose to pass over the next section.
Saints and their Lives in the Syriac Tradition
Syriac hagiographic literature teaches us a great deal about the culture, ideals, religious beliefs, and practices of Christians in the ancient Middle East. Its literary roots are found in the apostolic Acts narratives: apocryphal legends about the followers of Jesus. These texts were mirrored on the structure of the canonical Acts of the Apostles. The themes and patterns for depicting holy people that are found in these "Christian novels" reappear in hagiography.
The Acts of Thomas is an apostolic narrative that describes the conversion of kingdoms in northern India through the preaching and miracle-working of the apostle Thomas (Klijn 1962; Bremmer 2001; Saint-Laurent 2015) , and it was an important text of early Syriac literature. Thomas is commissioned to travel and convert the kingdoms of India, and after travelling with merchants he becomes an apostle not just for the Christians of India but also for many of the Syriac-speaking communities east of the Euphrates. The story reads like an adventure novel, with cities overturned by the introduction of the Christian religion. Although the Acts of Thomas was probably originally written in Greek (Drijvers, 1963) , it was immediately translated into Syriac, and it became a popular text among varieties of Syriac Christian communities. The story elevates the role of ascetic practice (sexual renunciation, fasting, prayer, almsgiving, care characters let hagiographers imaginatively rethink and rewrite their community's posture vis-à-vis the ruler of the land (Debié 2012; Saint-Laurent 2015) . Conversion of cities began with the conversion of the monarch. Memre are also imaginative expansions (or exegeses) on earlier hagiographic texts (Brock 2012) . Jacob of Serugh, for example, composed a verse homily on the forty martyrs of Sebaste (AMS VI, 663-673), and it is clear that he used a Syriac translation of the Greek hagiography on these saints to compose his verse (Brock 2012) . Jacob also wrote hagiographic memre with the characteristics of panegyric, as exemplified in his memra on Sts. Sergius and Bacchus (AMS VI, 650-661 (Brock 2012) ). In these the narrative element is not as strong. Instead, the homily contains general praise for the virtues of the saint or saints. Other panegyric memre in Syriac borrow rhetorical elements and schema from the Greek encomium (Brock 2012) . 
New Digital Resources: Gateway to the Syriac Saints
At this juncture, it should be apparent that Syriac hagiography represents a dynamic sub- Syriaca.org has created a two-volume database on persons and hagiographic texts entitled the Gateway to the Syriac Saints (Saint-Laurent and Michelson, forthcoming 2015). Through linking data on saints, hagiographers, and the locations and texts associated with them, our database can generate new knowledge for scholars and show both the interconnected similarities as well as the unique traits of these saints. Each volume is organized around a different element, with the first focusing on persons (saints) and the second on works (texts about them). Both volumes are also part of larger databases within Syriaca.org, on "Syriac Persons" and "Syriac Works" respectively. We have not created two data models for each of these volumes, but rather we are using two existing data models. For persons, we are using our own adaptation of TEI module 13 (Names, Dates, People, Places). For works, we are using an adaptation by LAWDI (Linked Ancient World Data Institute) of FRBR (http://www.loc.gov/cds/downloads/FRBR.PDF).
We have encoded our data in TEI-XML (Text Encoding Initiative, http://www.teic.org/index.xml). The TEI is a consortium in the field of digital humanities that has developed standards for encoding texts. The hierarchical nature of TEI has its limits when it comes to encoding data from pre-modern texts, but we have found that TEI-XML works well for translating our text-based data into a machine-readable form that can be accessed by other databases and institutions. We have used TEI for both our data and metadata, and we have created our own schema for this data. One can find this here:
https://github.com/srophe/srophe-eXist-app/tree/master/srophe-app.
We have released our data under a Creative Commons license (CC-BY, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). This allows for the copying and redistributing of data, metadata, and schemas in any format, and it also permits our users to adapt, reuse, and build upon our material. That is especially important to us, since the reuse and development of our data by other projects ensures that our work will have an afterlife beyond our individual project. The only thing required of the user is to give appropriate credit to our work and to specify if he or she makes changes to the data. CC-
Journal of Religion, Media and Digital Culture
Volume 5 Qadishe shows scholars that hagiographic literature contains fertile areas in which to discover connections (sometimes fictive) between saints themselves or between saints and the communities and monasteries they symbolized. It is precisely this interconnected nature of Syriac hagiography that makes it so amenable to TEI encoding and linked data.
Hagiographers created relationships among saints to promote their communities' prestige, Hagiographica Syriaca. In the 1990s, they collated data pertaining to over 1800 texts on saints from the Syriac tradition along with the incipit, desinit, and other parts of these texts (Zanetti 1993). They also gathered information on the manuscripts that contain these hagiographic works as well as secondary literature on them. The project was done according to the rigorous model of hagiographic cataloguing established by the Société des Bollandistes, who produced the Bibliotheca hagiographica orientalis (Peeters 1910) .
Fr. Zanetti and Dr. Detienne generously passed on their work to Syriaca.org, and
we have updated and developed their data into the BHSE. We have encoded their data in TEI, so that titles, manuscript references, and bibliography (primary and secondary) can be searchable and linkable with any other databases and library catalogues. This will allow scholars to find new hagiographies to be edited and translated, as well as give scholars insights into the popularity and circulation of these stories in antiquity. It also helps scholars to study the cult of an individual saint. In some cases, for instance, several
Lives or memre may exist on a single saint who enjoyed particular popularity. Our database enables scholars to see the relationships between these texts and see how the portraits of a single saint can vary greatly from text to text. Because the data will be linked to other modules in Syriaca.org, like manuscripts and place names, scholars can quickly find information about multiple aspects of the stories.
The BHSE includes texts written on both saints and biblical characters that were memorialized in hagiographies, homilies, or hymns. A scholar may be interested, for center.
Thus, we hope that Syriaca.org's databases will make contributions both to the study of Christianity in Late Antiquity as well as Syriac Studies more broadly defined.
There is at present no digital or print tool that brings together so many different aspects of Syriac saints and hagiography in one place, with free and open access. We anticipate that this will be a helpful pedagogical tool for teachers to show students (through visualizations) the networks among ancient peoples and places in the Syriac world, many of whom were connected by real or imagined lineages delineated in hagiographic texts.
Following is a summary of the contents of Qadishe and BHSE:
1) Holy persons venerated in the Syriac tradition, their lives, dates, friends, associates, and outstanding traits.
2) Syriac Hagiographic texts: apocryphal narratives, Lives, hagiographic hymns and homilies, and shorter hagiographic vignettes.
3) Short excerpts from the saints' lives or hymns and homilies on these saints. 4) Bibliography on critical editions of texts when these have been produced. 8) Geographic data on the places associated with the saints or the production of their lives, linked to Syriaca.org's Syriac Gazetteer. In later stages of our project, users will be able to visualize geographic networks with the Gazetteer.
For sample entries from this database, please see our development server:
http://wwwb.library.vanderbilt.edu/q/index.html .
Concluding Remarks
It has become a commonplace for scholars in Syriac studies to note how much work in our field remains to be done. Research desiderata range from historical investigations to raw philological and text critical work on unpublished or unedited texts. Translations of these edited works into modern languages will help scholars to integrate Syriac material into their research and courses. As Sebastian Brock noted in 2008, hagiographic material remains a "little tapped" resource (Brock 2008b) . Syriaca.org's Gateway to the Syriac Saints will provide a research tool for scholars and students to see at a glance what work remains to be done to advance our field. Indeed, data in the BHSE suggests that approximately 500 hagiographic texts on saints have never even been edited. Of those that have been edited, many have not been translated into a modern language. Thus Syriac scholars interested in hagiography need not suffer from a lack of new material to explore. Because our database will be "community-built," editors and users will be able to make suggestions, corrections, and updates pertaining to our data on an on-going basis, ensuring "quality control." Finally, we would be remiss if we were not to mention the relevance of our database for the preservation of the Syriac heritage, whose modern-day descendants, churches, and artifacts face ongoing risks of persecution or destruction on account of wars in the Middle East, including aggression against Christians. Groups like ISIS are
